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			stories of the restaurants, bars & shops that make this city special
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				“I came to New York and in only hours, New York did what it does to people: awakened the possibilities. Hope breaks out.”


			—Philip Roth
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			left to right: My aunt Shirley Panzer; my mother, Sally; and my godmother, Regina Senz, between acts at the Met.





		Preface


			My Mother’s New York


			In 1925, when she was seventeen, my mother got the train from Winnipeg to New York.


			“You hear that whistle, darling?” Sarah would say to her little sister, Jeanette. “That’s the Canadian Pacific Railway, and one day I’m taking it to New York City.” And she did, and almost from her arrival, the city was everything she had imagined.


			In 1935, she filed naturalization papers that led to U.S. citizenship. In the document (where Sarah became Sally, a hipper, seemingly more urban moniker), as required, she forswore other allegiances, national or royal. In her heart, though, her true fealty was to New York City. She became one of E. B. White’s “settlers.”


			In his 1949 book Here Is New York, the wonderful twentieth-century writer says that there are three New Yorks: “Commuters give the city its tidal restlessness; natives give it solidity and continuity; but the settlers give it passion.” He adds that, of these three cities, “the greatest is the last—the city of final destination, the city that is a goal.” The settler “embraces New York with the intense excitement of first love,” and “absorbs New York with the fresh eyes of an adventurer.”


			My mother’s fierce need to get to New York was driven by her ambition to become somebody else, to—like so many young women—live a freer, different life, away from the provinces, places of hidebound convention. New York appeared a shining city, flashing its lights shamelessly at you, a place where you could disappear, hide from your old self, create a new one.


			As soon as she arrived, my mother joined the Communist Party and the Lucy Stone League, a group of early radical feminists. She shopped at Loehmann’s, went to speakeasies like ‘21’, to Connie’s Inn in Harlem to see Louis Armstrong, to the Cherry Lane Theatre for avant-garde plays. “I remember your mother so well,” says Jane Mushabac, my best friend in the Greenwich Village building where I grew up. “She had a mink coat, and your father wore a beret. She had been a Communist, which was fairly sophisticated; she drank martinis and was very stylish. Her favorite word was stunning, and she taught my mother about opera.”


			Stunning. My mother and her sister, who had moved to New York and was now calling herself Shirley, spoke to each other sometimes in Yiddish but more often using the hyperbolic lingo—stunning, divine, marvelous—of characters in a Noël Coward play (or Billy Crystal’s homage to Fernando Lamas on SNL). To them, Manhattan was indeed marvelous. Many years later, Shirley, a newspaperwoman, would buy me my first martini at the Plaza.


			It’s 1939. Sally and my father, Sam, have moved to that Village apartment at 21 East 10th Street, where I would later be raised. Standing at the window in the new apartment, she looks across the street to the Hotel Albert café with its blinking red Eiffel Tower, then leans out as far as she can, takes note of the bars, galleries, bookshops, secondhand furniture stores, and of the skyline on the horizon. She felt then, as she always did, that New York was the gold ring.


			For a couple of years now, I’ve been writing a column about the city for T Magazine at the New York Times. This book is based on those columns, but it’s only now as I’m putting it together that I can see just how much my ma’s feeling for the city rubbed off on me.


			The column was given its title, The 212, by the writer Salman Rushdie, an old friend of mine and, like my mother, a settler. 212 was the original Manhattan area code. People hang on to it as if giving it up means losing some singular status. Very few cities cling to their myths or their history the way New York does; even as it hurries to tear things down, to build up bigger, higher, richer, there is always that rueful melancholy for the past.


			In the Times, my column is described this way: “Reggie Nadelson revisits New York institutions that have defined cool for decades, from time-honored restaurants to unsung dives.” Most of the places I love are one of a kind—independent bookshops, mom-and-pop cafés, corner bars. They are often run by second, third, fourth, even fifth generations of a family. At Schaller & Weber, Jeremy Schaller serves up great German sausage with his grandfather’s passion for it. There is still good music at Minton’s Playhouse in Harlem, where Thelonious Monk, Charlie Parker, and Dizzy Gillespie invented bebop in the 1940s. Niki Russ Federman is the fourth generation to run Russ & Daughters, the appetizing shop. After college, she went to work in the art world, but like her father, Mark Federman, she came back to Russ. Mark always says he heard “the call of the lox.” “Time-honored,” indeed.


			“Unsung dives” are harder to find in a city where everyone is crazy to be first, to be in the know, to find that secret restaurant without a sign outside—like Indochine once was—indicating that if you can’t find it, you don’t belong. You imagine you’ve located a wonderful little-known Hungarian pastry shop near Columbia, only to hear from old friends that they frequented it in their college days.


			“Cool” is something else. New York thinks it invented cool, although it was in fact Lester Young, the great saxophonist from Mississippi, who is thought to have originated the term around 1933, even before the Village Vanguard, where he played, opened.


			My mother was pretty cool. She had unerring taste, though God knows where a girl from Winnipeg got it, how she knew where to shop in an age without internet. She worked as a nurse, but if a Chanel showed up in the Back Room at the original Loehmann’s in Brooklyn, she found it. She shopped at stores on University Place—grocer, fishmonger, shoemaker, florist (who is still there). She was friends with the bookseller on 10th Street, went for lunch alongside Village artists at the now long-gone counter at Bigelow’s drugstore. I never asked her how she knew her way around. It was if she had a map of Manhattan imprinted on her heart. (I never asked anything much, for that matter, and that is part of the sadness of losing a parent; once the grief wears off, you feel a poignant sorrow that you never asked. You get the blues.)
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			My father, Sam, smoking his pipe on our terrace overlooking Washington Square Park.


	


		Most of all, my mother understood that the city was all about the people, the connections that make New York sweet. This keeps loneliness at bay. If you only connect in New York, joy really does break out. That the maître d’ at the Steak Joint knew my mother’s name made her cool.


			She made friends in Chinatown with the guy who had drawers crammed with “findings”—the minute stones that might have fallen out of your jewelry—and on the Lower East Side with the elderly Jewish guy who could restuff your pillows with goose down. Uptown, she had a special relationship with the shoe salesman at Delman’s in Bergdorf Goodman, who saved the perfect pumps for her when they were on sale.


			My mother loved the city she got familiar with over the decades, but she was also always on the hunt for the new, and she haunted the Museum of Modern Art when it could still shock. She understood that this city in a hurry, in pursuit of a buck, of the most avant-garde, was most of all about change. So on Saturday afternoons in SoHo, where I now live, when the tourists line up for weird $600 sneakers, or when the Whitney Museum moves downtown, or my favorite diner gives up the ghost, I think of my mother and remind myself that all this is New York, too. I remind myself that the new also includes the likes of the fabulous High Line.


			My parents took pleasure in the city, but in a sense, they earned it, because they toughed it out. My father grew up on the Lower East Side in the early twentieth century, when it was the worst slum in the world. They got through two world wars, the Spanish influenza, the Great Depression, polio, Joe McCarthy, the Cuban Missile Crisis, the Mad Bomber, and Son of Sam. We all got through the crime waves of the 1970s. I was here for 9/11, the Great Recession of 2008, and Superstorm Sandy.


			Which inevitably brings me to the coronavirus pandemic and how it revealed so much about the city. As the lockdown began, I watched SoHo residents clear the shelves of groceries, pack up their Mercs and Jeeps, and head for the Hamptons or the Hudson Valley. My fellow stalwart New Yorkers and I saw them go and, with a certain bravado, thought: Bye-bye. More space for us. Friends who were leaving town said, “What’s the point of New York anyhow if there’s no theater, no art cinemas, no opera, no jazz clubs, no restaurants?”


			I thought: If you don’t know the point, it’s best you go. You’re no settler.


			The harsh reality of the coronavirus is that people got brutally sick, or died, and in some cases lost their homes and went hungry. I was lucky. Gourmet Garage delivered. Thompson Chemists called all its regulars to make sure they had enough meds for the duration. Russ & Daughters delivered lox. Davide Drummond biked six miles to and from Brooklyn to make sure his West Broadway coffee shop, Ground Support Café, stayed open, that the residents of SoHo had their caffeine and maybe an almond croissant.


			Many restaurants did eventually open outdoors, and this has turned the whole city into a version of a Parisian café, only better—because it’s in New York. After months of lockdown, the first meal I had out with a friend was at Fanelli’s, where they had put a couple of tables on the street. I had a BLT, and it was the best meal I’d ever eaten. Neighbors passed by. The city seemed to breathe and stretch. And we knew it would be okay. Somehow. Astonishingly, all the places I had planned to put in this book a year ago are still here. We are still here.


			My mother felt that life would not be much worth living without New York City. I think she might have been right. Or, as John Updike wrote, “The true New Yorker secretly believes that people living anywhere else have to be, in some sense, kidding.”


			Of the pieces here, some were originally published in a different form in T Magazine. The places I write about here run roughly from south to north in Manhattan. Inevitably a lot of them are downtown, but then that’s where, one way and another, I’ve lived my whole life.
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			The front door of my building in SoHo. It was designed by Henry Fernbach, New York’s first prominent Jewish architect, in 1881, in the Neo-Grec manner.
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			Lox et Veritas


			Russ & Daughters


			Lox et Veritas" is one of the slogans on the walls inside Russ & Daughters, along with old signs advertising lake sturgeon. The slogan is, of course, a joke, but then laughter is high on the list of nutrients you get from eating Jewish: comedy, history, nostalgia.


			It’s on a cold December morning that I’m sitting outside the Russ shop on East Houston Street eating a hot latke; this little pancake is made of grated potato and onion, fried golden brown, eaten with sour cream or crème fraîche, applesauce, a nice spoonful of red caviar—the fat red salmon roe that you can pop with your tongue. Most often, latkes are eaten to celebrate Hanukkah, which is next week, though it would be a sorry thing to relegate them to one holiday.


			I used to come down to Russ with my pop for lox and bagels. I like to think it was usually on Saturday night, so we’d have the good stuff for breakfast on Sunday, but the truth is, I can’t really remember. Still, I sit with the latke as if it will remind me, as if it were my Proustian nosh.


			So much of my life is invested in this little shop on the Lower East Side that’s a few blocks from where my father was born and grew up. Sitting here, I feel the weight of all this history. History. Reality. Myth. The New York trilogy. Over a century ago, as a kid, my pop was probably eyeing a plump schmaltz herring or a pickle at Joel Russ’s first shop, which opened on Orchard Street in 1914. A few years later, the store moved here, to 179 East Houston.
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			Founder Joel Russ with his daughters—from left to right, Anne, Hattie, and Ida—in the 1950s.


	


		Mr. Russ had no sons. His three daughters, who had worked in the store for years, eventually took over the business, and one of them, Anne, begat Mark and his sister, Tara; and Mark begat Niki, and Tara begat Josh. These days, Niki Russ Federman co-owns the store with Josh Russ Tupper, her first cousin. They opened the Russ Café on Orchard Street in 2014, and a year later, another one at the Jewish Museum on the Upper East Side.


			On the front of the Houston Street shop is a pink-and-green neon sign with two little lox next to the lettering. Outside, a line has formed. A whole new generation has discovered the shop, and if you are a real Russ-nik, you wait. After all, inside is Paradise.
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			Fourth-generation Russes and current owners Josh Russ Tupper and Niki Russ Federman.


	


			To your left as you enter is a counter that runs the length of the store. Here is the shining pink smoked salmon, the fatty, salty cured belly lox that, with cream cheese on a bagel, gave its name to the greatest sandwich ever produced by humankind. This is a fine thing anywhere, but at Russ, it is the most marvelous, especially if you get it with the more expensive, less salty, la-di-da Nova.


			Other kinds of smoked salmon are arrayed in one of the glass cases, too, a United Nations of salmon: the salmon from Nova Scotia, of course, and also from Norway, Scotland, and Ireland, as well as Western wild salmon. And there’s smoked sturgeon, creamy, expensive, and rich; smoked sable (black cod); and those little golden-skinned chub and baby-size whitefish—not to mention caviars pricier than the 24 karat stuff, and the less-exalted roes: black, red, and the grass-green roe of tiny flying fish. Vats of various cream cheeses: scallion, caviar, vegetable; and the herring in cream sauce, and in wine sauce; the chopped herring salad; and fresh herring from Holland when they come in (oh, the Holland herring), or French herring if you’re fancy. And latkes, now available year-round.


			Half a dozen slicers and servers are working. White coats on, they look up to answer questions and take orders, and if they recognize a regular, there’s an exchange about kids and family. Chhapte Sherpa, born in the Eastern Himalayas, used to tell everyone that his New York name was Sherpa Lox and that he was from KatmanJew. This was a guy who guided people to Everest Base Camp once upon a time and in the aftermath of Superstorm Sandy easily ran up twelve flights to deliver food to people who were stranded. In 2020, sadly, Sherpa died. But I’ll never forget our delicious conversations.


			“Sandwich?” he’d ask.


			“Half,” I’d say. “I already ate a latke.”


			“A bissel butter?” (At Russ, you can have an order of cream cheese or whitefish salad or almost anything in three sizes: a quart, a pint, or, if you only want a little bite, a smidge, a taste, a bissel.) Sherpa would make my bespoke sandwich, a lightly buttered toasted bialy with smoked sturgeon and smoked salmon. Meanwhile, he’d tell me about his kids’ progress at school. Nearly the best part of a visit to Russ—well, not quite as good as the reserve smoked sturgeon—has always been the socializing.


			You go in before a holiday, any holiday, and the place is packed with people and their parents and their kids, and maybe “kids” who are now grandparents themselves. You wait for your order; you kibitz relentlessly. Mark Federman, Niki’s father, who quit his law practice to take up with the lox racket and ran the place for years with his wife, Maria, was a grade A schmoozer, and a lovely guy; he still is. Niki and Josh are coming along nicely in this art form.
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			Opposite the fish counter near the front of the store are piles of dried fruits—apricots, pineapple, dates, pears, papaya—glistening like jewels. Glass jars contain chocolate-covered jellies, and three kinds of halvah, and doughnuts for Hanukkah. Also, the rugelach, the salted caramel macaroons, the black-and-white cookies, the cinnamon babka, the chocolate babka. All of it baked now at the new Russ facility in the Brooklyn Navy Yard, a place so big and white, clean, and fragrant that Joel Russ would surely have imagined he was in heaven.
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			Bagels, bialys, babka (all three good toasted with a schmear); shopping bags; and, in the far-left corner, the alluring blue caviar tins, promising ecstasy.


	


			“One for the road,” says Josh, holding up a golden bagel he has plucked from a small mountain of bialys and bagels. The Russ bagel, also baked at the Navy Yard, is possibly the best in town. This is a great bagel, a Nobel Prize–worthy bagel, glistening and crusty, hard but chewy; a bagel that’s like life.


			People come here because it reminds them of their past, their history, their dreams. On the wall at the back are family photographs, evocative black-and-white pictures from across the twentieth century, of Mr. Russ and the three daughters, and their children. These photos prod my own memories and probably those of a lot of other customers; for one friend, at least, the pictures on the wall are his “Rosebud.” Our own grand­parents and great-grandparents, most of whom came from eastern Europe, show up in family pictures not unlike those on the walls of the Russ shop. In a way, Russ has given me a sense of my own past, even of my own Jewishness, a very particular kind of secular New York Jewishness—and a desire to reclaim it.


			“Food is one of the deepest ways we have to connect to and take pride in who we are,” says Niki.


			“Russ brings back memories people wish they had of a time when shopping meant you knew the butcher, the grocer, the fish guy, and the pickle man, and each shop was its own tiny community, where people knew your name,” says Mark.


			During the coronavirus lockdown, I called to order a delivery. I got Johanna Shipman, the store manager who was working at the Navy Yard production center. I asked her if she was anxious about the staff, and about herself. “I worry about everyone, of course,” she said, “but I worry, too, about the continuity of Russ & Daughters and the things that matter in the city and make it worth living in.”


	

				Down the Block 


			Katz's Delicatessen


			Katz’s Delicatessen is immense, and the lighting is not kind. But you don’t come for your close-up, so you take your ticket and a tray and head for the counter, where the guys will hack off pastrami with exquisite precision, piling it up on rye. Or you spend a few bucks for waiter service and settle in at a table against the wall under a million celebrity photographs.


			Katz’s opened in 1888 (under the name Iceland Brothers), and it was renamed and moved to its current location, at the corner of East Houston and Ludlow, in 1910. 


			Many decades later, it was, of course, the place where, in When Harry Met Sally . . . , Meg Ryan faked the noisy orgasm to prove to Billy Crystal that women can do it. A customer at the next table (played by Estelle Reiner, director Rob Reiner’s mother), memorably says, “I’ll have what she’s having.”


			At Katz’s, the pastrami is very nice, rich, luscious purply meat. There’s other great stuff—knishes, kugel, salami. (Katz’s salami became famous during World War II thanks to their slogan “Send a Salami to Your Boy in the Army.”) If you want to die in a heavenly sort of way, order a meat platter with everything: pastrami, corned beef, salami, pickles, potato salad, stacks of rye bread. Whatever you want.


			But I come for the tongue. I love tongue. (Even after visiting a meat-processing plant in southern Kansas where I saw tongues that had been newly removed from the cattle tossed in a canvas bucket, I still love it.) My father liked it scrambled with eggs.  Me, I’m a purist. I’ll take a plate of sliced tongue, maybe a little coleslaw and pickles, a slice or two of rye, plenty of mustard.


			Over on rivington


			Economy Candy


			Mitchell Cohen was five when his pop, Morris “Moise” Cohen (whose father had started the business), stood him on a milk crate at Economy Candy to work the cash register. From such little boys grow the guys who, like Mitchell, go to Wharton and then Goldman Sachs. Eventually he figured candy was more fun and took over the shop on Rivington Street, where he sells every candy bar you’ve ever heard of, along with Pez dispensers and rock candy swizzle sticks. M&Ms in every color; gummy bears and fish, gummy sushi and pizzas; enormous gumballs in purple and orange and lime green. Nuts, too, and fancy chocolates as well as old-timey candy bars. The small shop is filled, packed, jammed floor to ceiling with sweets.


			What Mitchell and his wife, Skye, sell most of all is the nostalgia induced when you set your eyes on Goobers and Raisinets, Black Cows and Turkish Taffy. (Alas, no Reggie! Bar remains anywhere; named for Reggie Jackson, Mr. October, it’s my favorite, naturally—nobody ever names anything Reggie.)


			There is also nostalgia here for the out-of-town shopper, including the legendary Australia Violet Crumble Bar and British sweeties that run to Bounty, Aero, Maltesers, and the “authentic” Mars bars.


			In 1912, when my pop was a kid and living around here, the cool candy was Life Savers, so named because they resembled life preservers. Maybe in a sense they were. For a kid who grew up poor on the Lower East Side, candy, if you could get any at all, was a sweet moment in a grim universe.


			Around the Corner 


			The Tenement Museum


			In the late 1880s, my father’s parents and older brothers came by ship to Ellis Island, fleeing the shtetl where they lived in the Pale of Settlement (a long stretch of Russia, Poland, and Ukraine). Born in New York City, my pa grew up in a tenement not far from Orchard Street, in what was then the biggest and worst slum anywhere. His story is like that of millions of others, Jews who had come from eastern Europe crammed into the Lower East Side, and I went to the Tenement Museum thinking I’d get a look at what it was like.


			The old building has rooms and apartments done up as they were in those years around the turn of the twentieth century. The period furnishings are quaint, the rooms clean, the floors polished. It’s very well done except for the smell; it doesn’t smell of anything. My father grew up in a building like this, and in his telling, the stink was unimaginable.


			Whole families shared a single room. It was excruciatingly hot in the summer, freezing in winter, and everyone, including little kids, worked for twelve, fourteen hours a day, seven days a week. Families who couldn’t pay the rent, often widowed women with kids, were kicked out onto the street. Tuberculosis and cholera were rampant, and hunger was pervasive; people starved to death.


			My father, like many in his generation, trying to protect us kids from the unspeakable facts of his  early life, almost never talked about  it—except once. He told me the story  of a family in his building that didn’t have enough food for all six children.  A decision had to be made: which child would be allowed to die, and given a rag dipped in sugar water to keep  her calm.


			Hard to believe with all the snazzy cafés and cool young people, and even the delightful shop at the Tenement Museum itself, with its good book selection and retro alarm clocks, that this was a terrifying slum. Hard to understand what it would have been like, the horrendous stink, the horror, the disease and despair that Jacob Riis described in his book How the Other Half Lives (available at the museum shop).
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